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Today, as stated by Beck-Gernsheim in this book, the need for a comparative analysis of the family in Europe is rather compelling, both because of the drive towards globalization as a distinctive feature of contemporary society and the diversity of family forms. Such a diversity emerges for two reasons: first, because of the growing differentiation of the constituent elements of the family (relations between the sexes and between generations) and, second, because of the growing complexity of underlying relational interlacements (Rossi, 2009) . Sociologically the development and dynamics of the family can be understood if seen as a reflection of the morphogenetic process of society (Archer, 2003) ; this enables us to understand the intense differentiation processes at work in our contemporary society. The relational approach conceives the family relationship as a social configuration (Widmer and Jallinoja, 2008) or, better, as a relationship of complete reciprocity among the sexes and generations.
In particular, 'the latent structure which confers social identity to the family consists of the intertwining of four interrelated elements or components: gift, reciprocity, generativity and sexuality seen as conjugal love' (Donati, 2006: 58) . The etymology of the word 'relation' highlights a dual order of meanings inasmuch as it emphasizes the Latin religo ('a link between'), which refers to a bond between two or more subjects in a strict sense, to a connection, to inter-subjectivity and ultimately to interaction. This bond can, in turn, entail a dual meaning: it can be a constraint or an asset. In the latter case the relationship leads to refero ('refer to') which shows that the bonds never exist in isolation or only in the here-and-now but 'carry' with them a body of shared symbolic references, a 'memory'.
There is a structural aspect to the family relationship. There are mutual expectations deriving from the bond. There is an exchange between family members -and this is what the concept of religo expresses. However, there is something that goes beyond this: the subjects carry something with them. They are 'bearers' (fero, latum, ferre) of a cultural heritage, which is represented at the very heart of the bond. The family relationship, after all, cannot be reduced solely to refero or religo. It is for this reason that there is an interrelation of both which does not coincide with the sum of the properties of the individuals that make up a family. Whenever a bond is brought to life, the history of the family and the family tree -in which the individuals are embedded -is modified and something unusual, a surplus, is generated, which only becomes apparent when not only the individuals, but also the relationship is considered. Therefore it is advisable to observe the family relationship as a space defined by three dimensions or semantics: referential, structural, generative (Donati, 2006) . The generative dimension, specific to the family, allows us to measure the relationship in depth and to see its capacity to generate something new and to crush individualisms. 'The family relationship is to be configured as a social modality of giving. It is formed according to three specific instances of this unique human phenomenon: coming from (a temporal perspective in the past), coming with (a temporal perspective in the present) and coming to/becoming (a temporal perspective in the future.) The generative grammar of the family is revealed through these three perspectives' (Prandini, 2006: 148) . The distinctive trait of the family relationship will be observed through the lens of the social capital perspective.
Social capital: Main theoretical perspectives
The term social capital 1 refers to a multidimensional concept (Folgheraiter, 2004; Turner, 2000; Smith and Kulynych, 2002; Bagnasco et al., 2001) . Though anticipated by the works of Hanifan (1920 ), Jacobs (1961 ), Loury (1977 and Granovetter (1973) , the idea of 'other' capitaldifferent from the traditional economic concept -has been mostly used metaphorically (Bankston and Zhou, 2002; Field, 2003) . It has been seen as a 'utilitarian' aspect associated with the availability of social relations. Given its extreme complexity and its semantic ambivalence, a thorough analysis of the approaches to SC seems impossible. According to Donati (2007) we can observe two fundamental conceptions:
-Individualistic-instrumental-structuralist (Bourdieu, 1980 (Bourdieu, , 1986 Coleman, 1988a Coleman, , 1988b Coleman, , 1990 ; -Holistic-political-cultural (Putnam, 1993 (Putnam, , 1995 (Putnam, , 2000 (Putnam, , 2002 Fukuyama, 1995) .
